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H ow ard  B ahr R eco llec tio n s
When Howard Bahr came to the University 
of Mississippi, the 27-year-old freshman was as­
signed to a beginning composition class taught by 
a soft-voiced young teaching assistant who had 
just recently received her B.A. from Mississippi 
State College for Women. After attending a class 
or two, he visited the office of the Director of 
Freshman Composition, laid on his desk a copy of 
the September 1973 issue of the Saturday Evening 
Post that contained Howard's article, “Outbound 
Odyssey,” and asked if he might possibly be ex­
cused from freshman composition. Needless to 
say, Howard was allowed to bypass the elementary 
writing classes. That was one of the first stories I 
heard about my colleague in the English Graduate 
program at Ole Miss.
I soon learned that Howard spent four years 
in the Navy and worked on the railroad for five 
years, where his mentor and friend on the Illinois 
Central Railroad, Frank Smith, introduced him to 
the works of Mr. William Faulkner. Howard was 
in Oxford because he wanted to be in Faulkner 
country. (Oxford is Faulkner’s Jefferson in his 
Yoknapatawpha County). He enrolled at the Uni­
versity of Mississippi, where Faulkner once served 
a short stint as a post office clerk. Soon Howard 
was named assistant curator of Faulkner’s home, 
Rowan Oak, under the guidance of another men­
tor and friend. Dr. James Webb. When Dr. Webb 
passed away, Howard was named curator and for 
seventeen years dedicated himself to preserving 
Faulkner's home. Among my vivid memories of 
Oxford during the time I was there working on my 
Ph.D are visits to Rowan Oak; Howard showed me 
parts of the house not open to the public, and I felt 
very special. I remember his excitement when he 
found a page from a draft of The Hamlet tucked
in the crevices of an old desk in the library and his 
despair when he decided to wash the sheer curtains 
in Jill Faulkner’s bedroom, only to have them dis­
solve in the sudsy water.
Sometimes a two-year period of your life can 
loom larger than a ten-year period. That's the way 
my years in Oxford, Mississippi, were, partly be­
cause of the stimulation of studies and teaching at 
the University, but mostly because of the people I 
knew there. Howard was part of a circle of friends 
dear to me: Joy, Dennis, Randy, John, Jeanne, 
Steve C., Dixie, Steve P., and Sara. Howard and 
Randy Cross were as good as any comedy team 
I’ve ever heard. They were both gifted with words 
and would play off one another’s lines and keep 
us in stitches.
One of the fun things about knowing an author 
is recognizing some of the private messages or 
jokes in the books. Howard often uses names of 
his friends in his novels. In Pelican Road, Frank 
Smith, one of the main characters, has the name 
of Howard’s railroad mentor. After reading Peli­
can Road, I told Howard I was in love with Frank 
Smith. He said he would tell him. I was delighted 
when one of the novel’s main characters, Artemus 
Kane (who has many Bahr-like traits), sits chat­
ting with a young boy caught up in the romance of 
trains. When asked his name, the boy replies “St­
urgis Montieth the Third.” Sturgis of the romantic 
name was one of our graduate-school friends at Ole 
Miss. In the Civil War novels, there are Lieuten­
ant Cross, L. W. Thomas, Carl, Knox, and others 
of “the boys,” as Howard called his particular 
friends. The names work perfectly well, but How­
ard’s cronies must be delighted to find themselves 
embedded there.
Howard was a Civil War re-enactor in those
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days, a phenomenon I didn’t know existed until 1 
met him. Reading through The Black Flower, The 
Judas Field and The Year o f Juhilo, Howard’s first 
three novels, all set during the Civil War, 1 know he 
gained much of his intimate, detailed knowledge 
of weapons, encampments, and military strategies 
from those re-enactment experiences. Although he 
usually went to battlefields as a common infantry­
man, he had the uniform of a Confederate officer 
with all the accoutrements. I remember a wedding 
of one of his re-enactor friends. The service was 
held in a little white country church which could 
have been present in the 1860s. Guests arrived in 
the back of a wagon, decorations were spare, dinner
was served on the grounds, and the simple wooden 
benches were filled with guests dressed in period 
costumes. 1 was in a borrowed antebellum dress 
with hoops and the works.
Because I knew Howard, I had experiences 1 
would never have had otherwise, but Howard’s 
main gift to me was a new, or at least improved, 
sensitivity. A man who would have been more com­
fortable in the 19th century than the modern world, 
he helped me to reassess many components of mod­
ern life, to recognize “foolishness” when 1 saw it, 
and to be more sensitive to Mr. Faulkner’s “eternal 
verities” and “truths of the human heart.”
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